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THE NATIONAL NEWS COUNCIL, INC.
Grievance Committee Meeting

January 28, 1974

A meeting of the Grievance Committee of the
National News Council was held at 9:45 A.M. on Monday,
January 28, 1974, at One Lincoln Plaza, New York, New
York.

The following members of the Committee were

present: Robert B. McKay (serving as Chairman)
Thomas B. Curtis
.
Molly Ivins
Ralph Renick
William A. Rusher
Staff members present were:
Ned Schnurman
Sally Herb
Mr. Mario Obledo, Council adviser, was present for
part of the meeting.

Guests included John Wicklein, who

is doing consulting work for the Council, and Jack Howard
of the Twentieth Century Fund.
The meeting was called to order, and Mr . Schnurman,
representing the Council staff, was asked to present
grievance correspondence received by the Council since its
previous meeting on December 10 and 11, 1973, in Racine,
Wisconsin.
The first complaint (#1) was from Mrs. Thomas J.

c

Donovan and concerned the coverage of the abortion issue.

Mr. Schnurman explained that Mrs. Donovan felt the national
news media coverage consistently favored ' the pro-abortion
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forces, and she was specifically complaining about a Copley
News Service series on the subject.

Mr. Curtis said he felt the entire issue of abortion
coverage was one the Council should consider.

He mentioned

that aid to dependent children has risen dramatically;
also that illegitimacy, infant mortality and maternal
deaths have been on the increase.

The recognition of such

·trends strengthens the argument of tho.se who feel that
abortion should be legaliz.e d , he pointed out.

Mr. Curtis

went on to say that it might be intere sting to see if this
kind of approach to the abortion que stion has been made;

if so, has it been adequately reported?
The Committee decided to inform Mrs . Donovan that
although abortion is a difficult subject to cover ·objectively, the Council feels that the coverage she brought to
its attention was balanced and included her point of view
as well as the other side.
A motion was made by Mr. Curtis, seconded by Mr. Rusher
and passed by the Committee that Mrs . Donovan ' s complaint
should be dropped after responding to her in the fashion
outlined above.
Complaint #2 , received from Mr. Howard Snow, concerned
the practice of "cutting" letters to the editor.

As

Mr. Schnurman pointed out , this was not the sort of grie -

c

vance that the Committee would normally entertain, and it
was being presented to them mainly for information purposes .
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Mr. Curtis remarked that he was pleased the correspondence had been included, for newspapers sometimes have
the ability to make a letter to the editor acquire a meaning

quite opposite to what was intended.

But, Ms. Ivins

interjected, papers must reserve the right to cut.

The

other Committee members agreed, and Mr . . Rusher added that
Mr. Snow should perhaps have specified that his letter to
the Charlotte News be printed in full or not at all.
Mr. Curtis recommended that the Freedom of the Press
Committee be informed of this matter since it touches on
their area of concern.
Mr. Renick asked whether it will be a policy for the
staff to make responses to this sort of thing, which
actually falls outside of the Council's purview.

Mr.

Schnurman answered that it was not necessarily a policy,
but that Mr. Arthur had wanted to make a thoughtful
response to Mr. Snow since the subject of the complaint
was one that had interested him during his years at LOOK
magazine.

Mr. Curtis said he approved heartily of this

kind of initiative on the part of the staff.
Grievance #3, from Ms. Virginia Van Liew, concerned
reporting of Spiro Agnew's current life style by Douglas
Kiker of NBC.

Mr. Curtis felt that the reporting involved was an

c

example of how the media can slant an issue and thus undermine the public's understanding of that issue.

He then
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went into a discussion of the 1963 Presidential Transition
Act, which he pointed out had the purpose of providing
former Presidents, Vice Presidents or their families with
the wherewithal for the handling of very basic tasks and
services.

He said the matter in this case was reported

as if everything had been done for Agnew's personal benefit.
Mr. Curtis also felt that the UPI story on the GAO report
concerning Agnew's finances most probably lost the main
thrust of that report and disproportionately emphasized
that there was in fact no legal basis for certain support
the former Vice President was still receiving.

He thought

that UPI should more properly have mentioned the Transition
Act regarding whether or not support is justified.
Mr. Rusher suggested that the staff should get in
touch with the GAO to see whether in fact the UPI story
presented a true picture of the GAO report.

Mr. Curtis

pointed out that the UPI reporter may have merely been
q'loting Congressman John Moss' interpretation of the GAO
report; if so, and if he made it clear, he should not be
faulted for the story.
It was decided that the staff would (1) write to
Ms. Van Liew informing her that the Council was continuing
its investigation of the matter and (2) get in touch with
the GAO as outlined above.
Complaint #4, from Mr. T.G. Cote, concerned charges
made in syndicated columns written by Mr. Tom Braden and
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Mr. Charles Bartlett.

Mr. Schnurman noted that as far

as he knew there were no instances of people losing their
jobs and being taken off camera because of criticism of
Mr. Agnew or the Administration, although it was true

that che former Vice President exerted an inhibiting influence over the media.

Ms. Ivins added that people are

often fired for ideological reasons although it's offi-

.cially explained as "professional inco:mpetence."
Mr. Schnurman suggested the possibility of the staff's
getting in touch with Mr . Braden by telephone to discuss
the matter .

Efforts will be made to bring both sides to

a hearing.
Mr. Curtis mentioned that the Freedom of the Press
Committee should be made aware of this complaint as it
pertains to confidentiality of sources.
The discussion then turned to the segment of the
complaint concerned with Mr. Bartlett's column.

Mr.

Schnurman expressed his opinion that it could have been
written from the point of view of ignorance rather than
prejudice.

In contrast with Mr. Braden's column, where

it was clear that the columnist had made an allegation,
there had been a great deal of confusion surrounding the
subject of Mr. Bartlett's column, making the latter much
more difficult to deal with.

c

It was the Grievance Committee's decision to actively
pursue the Tom Braden portion of Mr. Cote's complaint and
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at the same time endeavor to obtain further information
that would justify dropping the complaint made against
Charles Bartlett.
Complaint #5 was a continuation of H.R. Rowley's
grievance concerning the coverage given Kawaida Towers
on Black Journal and Soul, as broadcast . by the Corporation
for Public Broadcasting.
Mr. Schnurman reported to the Grievance Committee
that the staff had received no response to its letter of
January 3 to Henry Loomis, President of CPB.

Mr. Curtis

suggested that the Committee have the staff write another
letter to Mr. Loomis, with copies this time going to the
Chairman and Vice Chairman of the Board of CPB.

He said

he doubted if those men were at all aware of Mr. Loomis'
lack of response to both Mr. Rowley and the Council.
Regarding the transcripts of the two programs, which '
had been provided to the Council by CPB, Mr. Schnurman
noted that Black Journal seemed to have covered both sides
of the housing story and that Soul appeared to be almost
exclusively a cultural program, with the mention of Kawaida
Towers merely incidental.
Mr. Rusher brought up the question of what the procedure is, according to Council by-laws, in the event
that a complainant doesn't hear from the organization
complained against; can the Council make a determination
without a hearing?

Mr. Schnurman confirmed that it could.
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Mr. Schnurman said that the staff would continue its
efforts to get a response from CPS.

He added that the

Committee should be prepared to ask representatives of
CPS to appear before a Council hearing at the next meeting,
and stressed that the hearing will be held whether or not
CPS makes a response.

Also to be invited is the New York

station that produced the programs.
A resolution was proposed by Mr. Curtis, seconded by
Mr. Rusher and unanimously approved that the staff would
send a letter to Mr. Loomis, with copies to the CPS Board,
informing him that the Council will hold a public hearing
at or around the time of its next meeting if no satisfactory response is received from him by that time.
Grievance #6 was the ongoing AIM complaint against
Newsweek regarding the number of corpses handled by the
Santiago, Chile morgue during two weeks in September 1973.
Mr. Schnurman reported that the staff had tried
various means of verifying the morgue count but had met
with frustration in its efforts to date.
Mr. Renick suggested, and the Committee agreed, that
the staff should write to Mr. Osborn Elliott of Newsweek
to get the benefit of his thinking on the matter.

The

staff will also attempt to get a copy of Mr. Elliott's
reply to AIM, which it requested from AIM but did not

[

receive to date.
Complaint #7 was from . Mr. Carl E. Anderson and

ha~

,
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to do with television coverage of national elections.
Mr. Schnurman said that although this complaint was of
obvious concern to the Freedom of the Press Committee ,
he thought the Grievance Committee should also be aware
of it because the question of national election coverage
influencing voters was a subject of research by many
organizations and journalism .reviews.
The. Committee members briefly discussed various
aspects of election coverage and then decided that it is
not really an issue that should appropriately come before

the Grievance Committee.

The Committee directed the staff

to inform Mr. Anderson that they sympathize with him

regarding the issue, which the y feel requires study and
legislative action but does not, as a complaint, properly
fall within the Council's purview.

Mr. Schnurman con-

cluded with the observation that the staff would later
report to the full Council as to whether the question
of national election coverage is something that the Council
should consider in the future.
At this point the meeting of the Grievance Committee
was suspended until the full Council met at 2:00 P.M.
At that time the Grievance Committee considered Complaint #8
from Mr. Warren F. Kelley concerning references to former
mental patients in news coverage.

n
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Mr. Schnurman compared

this grievance to one the Council had previously received
concerning generalizations made about homosexuals.

As
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per Mr. Schnurrnan's suggestion, the Committee de c i ded that
the issue brought up by Mr. Kelley was more a subject for
study than a specific comp l a int.
Complaint #9 from Mrs. William B. Gardner concerned
news reporting by the Associated Press of the Administration's fuel al l ocat ion plan.
Mr. Schnurman read to the Committee the draft of a
letter he proposed sending to Mrs. Gardner advis ing her
that the Committee did not find sufficient grounds for a

complaint in her origina l letter.
that the l etter should be sent.

The ful l Council agreed
Further, Mr. Curtis made

a motion, seconded by Mr. Renick and approved by the full
Council, that the Gr i evance Committee in the future be

al lowed to handle such matters without approva l of the
entire Council.
Complaint #1 0 was from Mr. A. Wood Hardin and concerned a statement made by Dan Rather of CBS regarding the
n~tional

alert called in l a te October, 197 3 .

A l e tter

sent to Mr. Hardin on December 26 by Mr. Schnurman effectively closed the case by pointing out, using program
transcripts as a reference, that Mr. Rather had been
quoting Washington sources as having speculated that the
alert might in some way have been connected with Mr. Nixon's
domestic difficulties; he had not offered that observation

n

U

as his own opinion.
The Committee's only comment on this complaint came
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from Mr. Curtis, who asked' that in the future the relevant
transcript be attached to the file supplied to the Grievance Committee.
Additional grievances were received from the following
persons; they were assigned numbers, but Committee consideration was deferred to the next meeting due to the late
arrival of this

correspondence~

11. Mr. M.B. Schnapper
12. Mr. Robert Edwards
13. Senator Mike Gravel's office
Regarding the grievance previously dealt with concerning AIM's complaint against Eric Sevareid of CBS for
his having described the coverage of the Hue massacres
as "heavy", Mr. Schnurman presented two letters to the
editor published in Editor & Publisher, one from AIM and
the other a response from the News Council.
Mr. Curtis expressed his opinion that the Sevareid
matter should be reopened.

It was his recollection that

the case had not been closed by the Committee at its
meeting in Racine on December 10 and 11.

Mr. Renick, on

the contrary, said he was under the impression that the
Committee had taken final action at Racine; he felt it
would appear the Council was vacillating if it decided
to reconsider the complaint.

Another point made by Mr.

Renick was that the Council is on publLc record in Editor

& Publisher as having dispensed· with the case.
Mr. Curtis, however, continued to press for reopening
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the case.

He felt that the Council's action in this

particular instance strongly affects its relation with
AIM and that as an addendum of sorts the Council could
perhaps write to Mr. Sevareid asking him if he would agree
that his criticism of Alexander Solzhenitsyn (who had
described coverage of the Hue massacres . as light) was
in error.

He strongly believed that one of the Council's

purposes was to make an effort to bring together diverse
points of view, as in this case.
Mr. Rusher added his opinion that, in light of the
two extreme views expressed by Mr. Sevareid and AIM, the
Council should perhaps just consider the complaint as a
lesson and not try to correct it after the fact.
Mr. Curtis proposed a resolution based on his recommendations as outlined above.

The Committee voted two to

two on this resolution, with Mr. Rusher abstaining.

He

wished to go on record as having recommended that the
Council accept the fact that it may have made a mistake
in this case and learn from the experience.
The meeting was adjourned at 2:45 P.M.

